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Abstract: This paper describes how organizations can be supported with design tools
through their transformation towards becoming more user-centred. Existing business
model tools are starting points and extended through a design perspective, which
allows additional flexibility and user-focus within an ongoing continuous change
process. In this sense, the tools act as boundary objects facilitating stakeholder
collaboration by creating a common understanding, a shared vision and values
translated into actionable insights. The designed toolkit was developed using three
design iterations and identifies three key levels of activities needed: on the
organizational, customer and empathy level. Each level has its own perspective,
involvement and actions. Findings indicate that the designed tool may indeed assist
organisations in describing, discovering and developing improved customer
relationships with cards and turn them into actions in a organizational context. The
card-based approach with keywords and images offers an open-structured way in the
modelling process to design tangible user-centred solutions. The paper reflects upon
design-decisions in exploring this developed toolkit and suggests further research on
usage areas, trials with companies and toolkit usability.
Keywords: user-centred; organisational change; transformation; toolkit; co-creation.

Introduction
In the last century, the introduction of technology has changed our lives drastically.
Technology provided us with the possibility to live in comfortable houses, to travel and to
communicate with each other in various ways. Technology also provided us with
consumable products that enriched our lives. However, over the last decade, our materially
oriented economy has been in transition towards an experience economy in which
experiences are more important in the eyes of customers than products and technology as
such. This implies that in order to generate true value for people innovations will have to
entail an experience element on top of the product offering. Organizations have to become
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Non Commercial 4.0
International License.
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more customer oriented and co-create a new kind of value focusing on their users. Not only
does this change require a different mind-set, it also requires changes in the organization,
involving the entire company, the innovation process and often its business model. This
change has already been frequently explored in literature (Sangiorgi, 2011), but actual
insight into how the transformation process within organizations can be supported is still
quite open for discussion.

1.1

Existing tools to support transformation

Various tools currently exist to illustrate the current state or desired state of an organisation,
its stakeholders and value propositions. They are also widely recognised as a way to create
new value in the industrial context (Osterwalder & Pigneur. 2010; Board of Innovation, 2011;
Clatworthy. 2009). Literature on this topic reveals the ongoing search to understand the
procedure of supporting organizations to address new opportunities, often related to
becoming more customer oriented (Osterwalder et al. 2005). These existing tools (such as
the widely known Business Model Canvas from Osterwalder, 2010) are used as boundary
objects. This means that the purpose of them is, as mentioned by Spee & Jarzabkowski
(2009), to be a discussion basis, to make communication (of e.g. something as intangible as a
CX) clearer, to stimulate interaction between departments to then move forward and to
show why something does not work and which boundaries of knowledge and understanding
there still are.
The previously discussed business model tools can be used to describe, discover and develop
the core business of organisations, such as the Business Model Canvas (BMC) by Osterwalder
& Pigneur in 2010, the recently released Value Proposition Canvas (VPC) by Osterwalder &
Pigneur (2014), and the Business Model Toolkit (BMT) by the Board of Innovation (2011).
The BMC focuses on 9 elements within organisations (customer segments, value
propositions, channels, customer relationships, income revenues, key resources, key
activities, key partners, and cost structure) visualised within a rigid structure for
organisations to explore innovation in their business. The BMT focuses on creating a
stakeholdermap with 6 stakeholders (organisation, company, the consumer, supplier, nonprofit, and government) and the exchange 10 key-activities (product, service, experience,
reputation, money, less money, exposure, credits, data, and rights) between these
stakeholders.
These tools are primarily used in two different settings: describing the current state of the
organization, or envisioning the desired state of an organization. Where the BMT already has
a more flexible underlying structure, the described tools lack providing actionable insights to
support an ongoing change process in transforming the organization towards becoming
more user-centred.
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1.2

Design tools to allow flexibility and support ongoing change

This paper builds on the existing tools to investigate, identify, and implement opportunities
to support an organization in becoming more user-centred. The primary way to allow this is
to investigate how from a design perspective these organizations can be supported in
transformation. Gruber et al. (2015) states that “design has become a strategic tool for
business, helping to translate technological innovation into user value, connecting with
consumer needs, and creating compelling product and service experiences that leading firms
have, in turn, successfully transformed into business value.” (p. 1) They also go into detail
about the design of a new organizational environment, which can be related closely to the
design of a company’s transformation: “The lens provided by design thinking might also be
applied to elements within the management domain that are not so apparent; that is, within
the roles of process re-engineering, workflow, the workplace itself, and the design of
organizations.” (p. 3). Designers tend to see problems as opportunities for the invention of
new alternatives. They think more in terms of creating new possibilities than in terms of
selecting between existing alternatives (Boland and Collopy, 2004). The very nature of
design problems is that they are wicked problems (Buchanan, 1992). This makes designers
able to deal with uncertainty, to take risks and to work in the fuzzy area of the design
process. Designers are furthermore people-persons, they have empathy for different
stakeholders and have experience in dealing with people. Therefore it’s no surprise that
increasingly, business managers look to the field of design to help them get in touch with
their customers’ (and other stakeholders’) unarticulated needs and desires. When made a
part of an organization’s work processes and competencies, the designers’ tools enable an
organization to embrace change as a normal part of managing its business. (Coughlan and
Prokopoff, 2006).

Concept design toolkit
Currently, three important parts created for the proposed design toolkit (figure 1) are the
empathy-cards during the preparation phase, and the cluster-cards with the play board for
co-creation during the second phase. The empathy-cards can be used to write upon, helping
to create ideas that are exchangeable while the internal team sits together. Four colours
represent the cluster-cards; yellow, orange, red, dark-red, and indicate different stages in
which the cards should be used. First, yellow represents the cluster containing assumptions
about the user’s context based on insights, thoughts and things that have been heard by the
organisation, while not yet been confirmed. Also, initial targets of the project should be
discussed to ensure a shared mindset. Second, orange represents the cluster containing the
pain and gains users/other companies may or may not currently experience within the
context. Third, red represents the cluster through which the organisation could connect with
the other companies in co-creation. By mapping out resources and brand values which could
be involved in the pain and gains and looking for possible pain relievers and gain creators,
the transformation framework will take its form. By connecting the cards with involved
companies, a collaborative network of companies can be set-up. Fourth, dark-red represents
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the final cluster that convey products or services that need to be developed, ending with an
action plan of action cards.

Figure 1 - Current parts of proposed design toolkit including empathy-cards, cluster-cards, and play
board.

Additionally, a guide with rules has been designed to structure the toolkit’s gameplay. The
guide, however, has not been included in the image above as the gameplay will be explained
in paragraph 4.4. The three parts function together as a tangible framework between the
organisation and clients to initiate transformations with an user-centred approach. At the
end of the session, ‘to-do’ actions are listed by involved companies in order to realise the
created ideas from the session. Doing so might create clear tangible goals to commit them in
co-working on innovation in the future.

Research approach
The research took an explorative approach focusing on tools and co-designing with the
industry (Sanders & Stappers, 2014). The data collection process started by going through
literature and the comparison of three business models as an inspiration: the rigid structure
of the Business Model Canvas by Osterwalder & Pigneur, the card-based game of Business
Model Toolkit by the Board of Innovation, and the user-centeredness of the Target
Experience Tool by Clatworthy. The exploration started with the ‘WHY’ in ‘Why do we use
business models?’ to analyse the different tools and literature for inspiration (Sinek, 2009).
The next step was to extract and combine parts in a process of repetitive prototyping, and
finally implement a promising combination of a conceptual business model tool with a
customer focus.
Second part of the study investigated the continuous development to explore different
aspects of transformation using the conceptual toolkit during a pilot test and two design
workshops with organisations from the B2B and B2C industry fields, conducted over one
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year time. The aim was transforming interactions between organisation and customers
during early stages of the design process. Observing and tracking activities of these
organisations over time who were extending the project level, as well by participating in
organised design activities, asking questions, facilitating workshops, making notes and
explaining various aspects of the toolkit concept helped to improve the design of the tool
along the way, see figure 2.

Figure 2 - Visualisation of stages in the research approach in the design toolkit development.

3.1

Description of the design iterations

In a pilot test, a recently established company was used as organisation in a 3-months trialand-error session to test the tool’s usability with one-way directed input for the B2C-side.
The main reason why this company was chosen is their activities being highly serviceoriented and performed in a successful way. Creating a physical, card-based version of the
theoretical model enabled to play the participatory design game while simultaneously test
the logic of the necessary steps to go through a design-session. The order of the steps was
observed, notes were made, and the details for a visual representation of the business
model tool were developed in a parallel session.
The second iteration included a main player in the energy producing and supplying industry
in collaboration with two representatives of the energy organisation and six designers in a
project team. The 6-months project concerned the major transition from producing-andselling energy as a commodity towards energy-services in the industry sector, thus mainly
B2B-focused. The project team recognized “becoming more user-oriented” as a primary way
to achieve the transformation in a highly competitive commodity market. Since the
organisation’s internal team was something completely new for the energy organisation, the
project team focused on developing tools for the necessary steps. First, a full-day vision
alignment session facilitated by the project team was performed for getting the internal
team aligned to work as one industry cluster team. The session creating company awareness
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using the why/how/what method of Sinek (2009). Second, the development of a guide for
approaching other companies or clients helped creating a commitment story for the internal
team. This guide included envisioned goals and an explanatory timeline with the change
process. Third, by facilitating a co-creative session with a client of the energy organisation
the toolkit would start an open discussion with other companies. During this third step,
goals-cards could be presented on the toolkit’s play-board on which both companies could
react and discuss. These were considered the three important steps to be made in the case
study. Interactions in this project were observed as well decision-makings between the
organisation and the client.
The third iteration involved one of the largest carrier airlines in collaboration with one of
their main suppliers and focused on improving the quality of onboard service within the
organisation. In the initial stage of the case study, the service team has to obtain a usercentred mindset before they could improve customer experience operations. The designer
and the author worked together during 4 months to organize and facilitate a workshop
based on team-alignment, creating commitment and provide a vision for the service team.
As stated by Junginger (2008) organisational change will only happen by the people who are
involved, in this case the service team, could provide purpose to the organisation’s valuesystem. The goal is to sensitize them for the next step: create commitment with other teammembers and let them empathise with the service from another context as well as support
the present supplier in making sense of their service-routines and the airlines’ according
values and considerations. Only then an overview of possibilities can be created for new
services towards flight passengers and partners of the airline. Notes made by the facilitator
pictures and recordings were used for confirming the toolkit’s usability with case-study
members as well the interactions, the decision-makings, and the reflections.

3.2

Data collection

Describing the research approach separately from the findings is difficult, since the design
and research process is intertwined and strongly linked. Observation field notes, design
interactions, decision-makings and the theoretical reflections were continuously noted down
in a research journal focusing on the underlying design and research considerations. Cocreative sessions and participant observations were well-suited methods to receive input for
the development of a conceptual toolkit because they reflect how users deal with complex
situations (Sanders & Stappers, 2012). The data collection methods, still, may be subjected
to forms of bias. One significant source of bias is the fact that the conceptual toolkit is
developed by the researcher that also collected data from the study cases. Bias may also be
introduced through other designers in collaborative projects as their educational
background was similar to the researcher’s. The authors attempted to account for these
effects by triangulation: finding multiple data sources, co-creating with other designers and
companies, and observing design workshops.
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Findings
4.1

Toolkit design and implementation

Existing tools to support organizations in the design process (such as BMT and BMC) provide
a starting point for investigating the structure of an organisation and mapping all
stakeholders in the whole process. However, none of these tools seem to place the
customer in a central perspective and instead start from all his/her interactions with the
organisation without providing the organization itself support during their transformation.
The conceptual toolkit would have to visualise the customer’s point of view and allows to be
used on a continuous basis during an organizational change process. The new toolkit intents
to guide the participants through 3 levels:
I.

Organisation level - Identify the different elements that help changing from manufacturing to useroriented (Clatworthy. 2009; Oliva & Kallenberg. 2003; Osterwalder et al. 2010).
II. Customer level - Create customer value by identifying the resources and capabilities aimed at
enabling employees to gain empathy (Hou & Neely. 2013; Kinnunen et al. 2012).
III. Empathy level - Design new ways to serve and improve your customer relationships by emphasizing
(Baines. 2013; Brandt. 2006; Clatworthy. 2013; Kowalkoswki et al. 2013; Osterwalder et al. 2014).

Figure 3 - Visualisation of the first iteration in developing the basic tool design.

Thus, the toolkit can be roughly distinguished in three parts; the Organisation part, the
Customer part, and the Empathy part (see at insights in figure 3).
Firstly, the organisations’ side can be abstracted from the BMC and combined with the openstructure in the BMT to support the ‘how’ approach (Sinek, 2009). A healthy customer
relationship can be considered as a combination of pain relievers and gain creators, which is
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suggested by the Value Proposition Canvas of Osterwalder (2014). The 7 smaller cards
representing the organisations’ side in this toolkit are organisation, products, services,
capabilities, brand value, gain creators and pain relievers. The organisation-, products- and
services-card overlap with the BMT-toolkit. The cards are considered to uncover servicecapabilities or challenges to overcome when no capabilities may be discovered (Nudurupati
et al. 2013; Kinnunen et al. 2012). The company likely goes only once through this
organisational level to initiate the transformation-process, unless they intend to transform
another time after a few years.
Secondly, Osterwalder (2014) describes ‘Customer Insights’ as one of the most important
parts in designing successful business models. Also, Sinek (2009) states that organisations
should deeply understand the ‘why’ towards their customers in order to know what they
see, hear, think, say, do, and experience. Migrating the company-perspective to a customerperspective seems to help empathising with customers and mapping these into an ‘Empathy
Map’. Osterwalder suggests also that the experience of customers can be divided into gainand pain-experiences. The result is 7 cards representing the customers’ side in this toolkit:
customer/client, sight, action, emotion, hearing, gain and pain. The Customer level can be
performed multiple times by a company to receive insights from existing or new customersegments.
Thirdly, the toolkit can be used to empathise with your customer by mapping motivations
and causes that generate gains & pains. The empathising experience may be stimulated by
the bigger cards containing questions like ‘What would keep her awake at nights?’ (Emotion
question-card). The formulation of the questions is based on the Value Proposition Canvas of
Osterwalder and the ‘what’ by Sinek. Multidisciplinary teams may be able to visualise chains
of reasoning and actions carried out by the customer using these question cards. The
developed cards are based on the open structure of the BMT while at the same time reach
for in-depth information like the BMC. This empathy-level will likely be used often during
transformation process as mentality of customers may change over time. The proposed
toolkit should not be considered as replacement but rather as an additional tool with added
value in receiving insights on customers’ experiences and relationships related to the
company’s offering. The technique considers a different approach for companies where they
start with expanding their primary product offering towards offering solutions for their
customers often result into eventually complex service-systems.

4.2

Pilot - Young innovative company

The pilot with a young innovative company (such as Netflix, AirBnB, or Uber) was performed
as a first iteration on the toolkit’s usability and to check if all the elements on the iconic
cards were included for a co-creative design toolkit (figure 4). European Commission states
‘to qualify as a Young Innovative Company, a company must be small, have existed for less
than 10 years and spend at least 15% of its total costs on R&D’. Perceived gains of the cardbased design were the workable flexibility and the open-structured design. The small iconic
cards offered the flexibility to create in a high pace business models in an iterative process.
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The 14 small iconic cards seemed, by visualising the trial as B2C organisation, to provide a
seemingly easy and quick way in the development of a visual representation, which includes
the customers’ senses, motivations, and pain- and gain-emotions. The pilot gave also the
insight that a different approach may be used when working with a B2B organisation. In a
B2C approach, the organisation might want to co-create only with designers to map the
customer insights within co-creative sessions. During B2B co-creative session, the designer
could facilitate the session between the client and the organisation.

Figure 4 - Pilot study showed an easy setup of the client-business context with an open-structured
workflow.

4.3

Second iteration - Energy providing and supplying organisation

The second workshop included a main energy organisation who had a hard time gaining
trust of their partner organisations during their transition from producing-and-selling energy
towards energy-services. In contrary of the pilot company, the energy organisation is active
in both the B2C as the B2B industry. Convincing their partners was the most important part
of this iteration. This resulted in creating an internal commitment journey based on all the
necessary activities, tangible touch-points, and relevant stakeholders before reaching a
commitment with a relevant, external company: enabling the organisation to approach a
company to start an open discussion with them to join an energy cluster. The internal team
was recently formed and had to reach a common mindset, thus in the preparation phase a
vision meeting at the organisation was performed. The workshop was based on the work
from Simon Sinek about the Golden Circle and facilitated the shift in their way of thinking
from ‘what’ to ‘why’.
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Figure 5 - Internal team performing the preparation phase.

Figure 6 - Co-creation session with an involved client.

The tool design was developed in two parts: preparation phase and co-creation phase, see
figure 5 and figure 6. The internal team prepares before starting a co-creation session with
other involved cluster companies. First, the energy organisation maps their resources and
brand values, which they find valuable in the respective industry cluster, and translates
these values and resources into capabilities. Second, the organisation maps out their
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thoughts, sights and hearings of their perception of the industry cluster. These perceptions
form the basis for the pains and gains, and the industry cluster map. In the co-creation phase
the energy organisation approaches an industry cluster with a draft of the cluster map. The
organisations discuss their assumptions on the draft and indicate their pains and possible
gains. Then organisations start co-creating and try to connect on each others brand values,
resources, pain relievers and gain creators. The final step conveys developing product- and
service-cards as goal cards, resulting in a business plan including a network of companies
with action cards. In order to enable a certain platform for the business plan, a play-board
including a set of rules was developed to streamline the co-creation phase. All elements
together formed an advanced design of the tool, see figure 7.

Figure 7 - Visualisation of the second iteration in developing the advanced tool design.

4.4

Third iteration - Carrier airline organisation

The third iteration was performed at one of the largest carrier airlines’ headquarter. This
iteration focussed on the preparation part of the process flow shown in figure 8. Questions
like ’what do we do?’, ‘how we do it?’ and ‘why do we do it?’ (Sinek, 2009) were prepared to
ask during the workshop. The service team-members of the airline were asked to share
about their personal experiences related the topic of interest for the workshop. After this
first co-creative part managers of the organisation hesitated, were worried that participants
did not like the workshop and took the lead. The co-creation was turned into a discussion
session in which the designer could only extract some ideas and elements. These ideas and
elements were clustered in the end but no real values were discovered.
This result reveals the high difficulty for organisations to transform when have no
experience with user-centeredness yet. In case of the carrier airline organisation, skipping
the preparation process where a vision could be formed, and instead directly start with a
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discussion instead of each having their role in the co-creation process turned out to be too
challenging. In this case, the facilitator changed with the according stakes, capabilities and
comfort with user-centred design. The importance of the facilitator as came forward in this
session is consistent with other studies (Debacker et al., 2015).

Figure 8 - Visualisation of the steps in the design tool process flow.

Discussion
The work here is one of the few studies presenting a new toolkit for a user-centred approach
in the field of business modelling. The toolkit offers insights and creates points of discussion
on how organisations could use a user-centred approach to work from the customer’s
perspective. This section discusses decision-makings in the development of the design
toolkit.

5.1

User-Centred Approach Extending a Project View in the Fuzzy Front End

This paper presents a new toolkit with the user-centred approach as leading design
approach to initiate transformation of the organisational-perspective towards a usercentered organisation in the ‘Fuzzy Front End’. Workshops have shown that organisational
change is not merely an unidirectional, stepwise process that starts from simply adding
empathy or the user perspective to the total value proposition, but that there are many
alternatives like ‘reverse’ innovation, focusing on a bottom up approach (Turunen, 2011).
The toolkit can be considered as alternative way for transforming the organisational on
short-term by creating a shared mindset, while creating and staying committed to a shared
vision by realising innovative ideas transforms the organisation on the long-term. Keeping
companies committed on the long-term requires a business-plan, however more research
has yet to be done on how to continuously address customers’ needs throughout the
process with a user-centred approach.
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5.2

Role of Designer during B2C and B2B Approach

Developing the current version of the toolkit showed significant different roles for the
designer while co-creating with B2C or B2B companies. In B2C approach, the designer may
act as leader or a facilitator to benefit the most from the toolkit’s value within co-creative
sessions. In B2B approach, however, companies working in the same industry share already
the same values, enabling them to discuss over the toolkit’s play board. The designer’s role
may be reduced as participant or even as observer during co-creation, leaving the role
leadership to the organisation. Inviting companies to co-create using the toolkit may be
easier with the designer acting as facilitator, although research is needed to confirm this.
Another insight was the important role of the designer during internal preparation.
Workshops with internal multidisciplinary teams revealed that they have trouble to reflect
on the organisation’s practices, as team-members come from different departments. In this
case the designer should act as leading facilitator and enable the team getting a shared
mindset to reflect and explore opportunities together.

5.3

Young Innovative Companies versus Old Companies

Different companies were assessed during the workshops, however no distinction was made
between young or old companies. European Commission defines Young Innovative
companies as being small, and have existed for less than 10 years. The author beliefs
creative sessions are significant different between young and old companies. Workshops
with companies older than 10 years are difficult as internal teams have more trouble to
think ‘out-of-the-box’. Also, the small-sized business of younger companies is flexible in
adjusting towards a new approach, where older companies which have grown big through
time may have gotten a rigid structure and has gotten used to making decisions using pastknowledge.

5.4

From One-tool-stop towards an Entire Process

Although this research started with the idea to make one design tool to support
transformation in organisations, the result contains more steps that together can be formed
into an entire transformation process. Whereas we expected at the start that one design
tool could allow an organization to have regular intermediate reflection moments to
establish what next steps needed to be taken next in becoming more user-centred, we
quickly realised that this is difficult to achieve as needs shift throughout the transformation
process. Therefore the on-tool-stop has shifted towards a support process in which several
design tools are developed and use.

5.5

Suggested Further Toolkit Developments

This design toolkit is not fully developed and still leaves space for further improvements.
Suggested is to test this design toolkit with young and old companies to see if different
approaches should be created for both types in the next version. Depending on the findings,
this could result into additional or fewer steps in the toolkit. Also, the current guidebook has
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been designed for the Dutch energy organisation and mainly focused on the co-creating
phase. Developing a new guidebook that describes both preparation and co-creation phases
into detail and include this in the design toolkit would increase the structural approach.

Conclusion
The preceding discussion depicted the development of a design tool through various
iterations trying it out in a real life setting with an actual company and their according
questions, values, and challenges. Through the conducted iterations the design tool has
achieved a level of detail that allows more insight in what kind of level of detail, flexibility
and topics are needed to address and support an organization in transformation to
becoming more user-centred. The design tool has ended up into a collection of different
aspects where it is not about being a set of methods or achieving merely a certain mind-set,
instead, it is a network of actions, which evolve through joint interactions and collaborative
moves supported by the designed tools. The tool focuses on provoking reflection moments
to the organization in question, providing structure on which elements to discuss, enables
and encourages preparation of the moments of contact with the various stakeholders, as
well as translating the results of the moments of contact into actionable steps. The
combined tools revolve around co-creation both in a B2B and a B2C setting.
From this perspective, the design tools and the according mind-set they trigger can be
understood as a kind of resource, which are interwoven with the enacted practices and
whose meaning is just understandable and made in the relation to the enacted practice of
the organization itself. The initial results of the three conducted iterations show the
potential use of a user-centred approach combined in a design tool during the ‘fuzzy-frontend’ phase of the organisational change. Although further developments are needed to test
these results on reliability and validity, interesting insights for the innovative role of an usercentred approach have been created with a card-based toolkit for internal transformation.
Next steps that are undertaken is further iterating the design tools within similar types of
organizations as the last iteration. At the moment we are conducting two more iteration
with large carrier airlines. This allows comparing the use of the design tool in similar
circumstances, ruling out the influence from the type of company (established, or young as
well as B2B or B2C differences).
Acknowledgement: The authors would like to gratefully acknowledge the designer
colleagues and case study members of the energy-project and carrier airline-project for
generously giving their time in the benefit of this study.
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